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Constructing images of HCWs in
Chinese government Weibo
posts: a discourse-historical
approach

Xueyu Wang* and Zheng Zheng

School of Foreign Studies, Nantong University, Nantong, China

This study examines the image construction of front-line healthcare workers
(HCWs) in Chinese government Weibo (microblogs) during the COVID-19
pandemic. Specifically, we rely on a discourse-historical approach to analyze
1,510 posts collected from an influential government Weibo account, @
healthchina (fit fE /1 [E), during the first wave of the pandemic to investigate the
diverse images of HCWs constructed, the discursive strategies employed, and
the pragma-linguistic devices used by @healthchina. The data analyses find that
Chinese HCWs are depicted as professional and competent in addressing the
pandemic crisis, compassionate and caring to their patients, and responsible
and devoted to public health. Two discursive strategies are found salient in
HCW'’s image construction—nomination and predication realized through
the identity labels, attitude/judgment resources, metaphors and comparisons,
pictures, and hashtags. We argue that Chinese government microbloggers
intentionally constructed these images of the HCWs to elicit positive emotional
responses, reinforce government trustworthiness, and foster social cohesion
in the collective fight against the pandemic. This research underscores the
strategic communication efforts aimed at shaping the perception of HCWs and
their pivotal role in managing the pandemic.

KEYWORDS

healthcare workers, government Weibo, image construction, discursive strategies,
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1 Introduction

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic sparked extensive discourse highlighting the
remarkable contributions of healthcare workers (referred to as “HCWSs” hereafter) in their
unwavering efforts to combat the virus (e.g., Adam and Walls, 2020). This discourse has gained
substantial traction across various social media platforms in China, facilitating the spreading
of news and stories about Chinese medical staff. Notably, Chinese government Weibo
(microblogging) played a pivotal role in constructing and communicating the images of
HCWs amid the crisis. While some studies have investigated the government’s discursive
practices in public crises (e.g., Wang, 2016), there exists a substantial knowledge gap regarding
the discursive construction of the image of a specific group within the Chinese government
microblogging sphere.

Our study addresses this research gap by conducting a discourse-historical analysis of
HCWS’ image construction in the Chinese government Weibo posts. Examining 1,510 posts
from the highly influential government Weibo account, @healthchina (@f 5 H [E]), we have
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three research objectives: (i) to gain a comprehensive understanding
of the HCWSs’ images constructed in Chinese government Weibo
posts, (ii) to explore the discursive strategies and pragma-linguistic
devices employed in the process, and (iii) to examine the motivations
driving these discursive constructions within the context of the
COVID-19 crisis.

2 Political discourses of COVID-19

The global spread of the COVID-19 pandemic has propelled it
into a central theme across various mediums, including government
documents, official briefings, political leaders’ speeches, and
government Weibo posts. Consequently, a substantial body of research
has been conducted to examine political discourses surrounding the
pandemic from different perspectives (e.g., Chepurnaya, 2021; Jarvis,
2022; Wang and Yao, 2022; Williams and Wright, 2022). Some of these
studies focus on the use and functions of specific linguistic tools,
including personal pronouns (Williams and Wright, 2022), numerical
figures (Billig, 2021), and metaphors (Seixas, 2021), yielding valuable
research insights. For instance, Williams and Wright (2022) explored
UK government speakers’ use of person pronouns in the daily
televised COVID-19 briefings. Their research suggests that the
strategic selection of “inclusive;” “exclusive,” or “ambiguous” person
pronouns mitigates the government’s accountability for controlling the
spread of the pandemic while increasing the sense of responsibility
placed on the general public. Billig (2021) turned his attention to the
numerical figures, examining their role in framing the British
government’s COVID-19 goals and their political achievements.
Seixas (2021) examined the militaristic metaphors used by Donald
Trump in his tweets, proposing that these metaphors aid Trump in
pursuing the goal of constructing enemies and shifting the blame
and responsibility.

Besides these micro-linguistic analyses, there are also studies
investigating the strategic aspect of discourse, i.e., the discursive
strategies employed by the political discourse participants. Typical
studies include Chepurnaya (2021) and Takovski (2021). The former
cast interest in the strategic perspective of the political discourse about
the pandemic, applying Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) concepts
and Crisis Communication analytical tools to examine the discursive
strategies used in Trump’s tweets about the pandemic. The latter
examined two major political parties’ strategic use of the pandemic,
focusing specifically on the strategies of predication and
argumentation employed for achieving political purposes.

Finally, a growing body of research has been dedicated to
unraveling the discursive construction in the political discourses
surrounding COVID-19. For instance, Andreouli and Brice (2020)
analyzed how the UK government constructed various aspects of
citizenship in their briefings during the initial 9months of the
pandemic, resulting in five interconnected constructions of “good
citizens” actively combating the pandemic, including the confined, the
heroic, the sacrificial, the unfree, and the responsible. Berrocal et al.
(2021) analyzed the statements made by 29 prominent political leaders
across five continents, assessing discursive constructions of solidarity
and nationalism with a focus on the social representation of inclusion/
exclusion involving various groups.

These studies above provide valuable insights and suggestions for
the present study. However, despite the wealth of research on the
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political discourses of COVID-19, there remains a significant research
gap concerning a specific sub-genre of this discourse— Chinese
government Weibo posts, except for the work conducted by Wang and
Yao (2022) exploring how a specific Chinese government Weibo
account, @chinapeace, constructed trustworthiness in their posts
during the initial wave of the pandemic. Nonetheless, the portrayal of
medical staff in Chinese government Weibo posts and the underlying
motivations driving their image construction remains relatively
under-explored. Addressing this research gap promises to provide
valuable insights into the unique dynamics of political discourse on
social media during public crises. As such, the research purposes of
this study are (i) to analyze the images of Chinese HCW's constructed
in @chinapeace, and (ii) to explore the discursive strategies used in
this process.

3 Image construction in crisis
communication

The scholarly understanding of image has shifted from
essentialism to constructivism, marked by a “discursive turn” in image
construction research (Chen and Jin, 2022). From a constructivist
perspective, an image is neither preexisting nor static; it can
be dynamically constructed, managed, or even repaired through
discourse. Studies in pragmatics and discourse analysis have delved
into how discursive strategies shape the images of individuals, groups,
companies, cities, or countries (e.g., Alonso Belmonte et al., 2010).
These investigations have explored how image construction can
effectively contribute to fulfilling interpersonal or transactional goals.

In times of crisis, the construction of images is crucial in shaping
public perception, influencing behavior, and managing narratives
associated with the event or situation. Thus, image construction has
attracted significant scholarly attention, leading researchers to explore
the construction of diverse images of social actors, events, and
activities in public discourses surrounding crises (e.g., Valdebenito,
2013; Wang, 2016; Wang and Liu, 2019; Sun and Chatupnik, 2022;
Wang and Yao, 2022). For instance, Valdebenito (2013) examined how
12 Chilean companies constructed a positive corporate image in
public statements addressing a corporate crisis. Their study identified
three crucial discursive strategies: image-repair strategies, ethos
construction, and narrative techniques. The study also highlighted the
instrumental roles of different linguistic features (e.g., metaphor) and
pragmatic strategies (e.g., redundancy) in constructing corporate
image. Wang and Liu (2019) also focused on corporate image
construction within critical contexts. By analyzing corporate chief
executive officer (CEO) letters, these scholars investigated how CEOs
struggle to restore a trustworthy image by neutralizing the positive,
emphasizing the negative, and mobilizing public emotions. Besides
corporate image construction, studies have explored government
image construction in crisis communication. For example, Wang
(2016) investigated how Chinese local governments struggled to build
a trustworthy image in press conferences addressing the Tianjin blasts
in China. She found that the local government in Tianjin City
constructed its trustworthiness mainly by activating its ability,
integrity, and benevolence in its press conference discourse. More
recently, Wang and Yao (2022) examined government image
construction in a newly emerging social media discourse, precisely
that of government-based Weibo accounts, finding that some specific
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linguistic devices (e.g., appraisal and metaphor) and semiotic
technologies (e.g., hashtags) play an instrumental role in government
image construction. These studies form a solid literature foundation
for our research; however, research on HCWs’ image construction in
Chinese government Weibo posts and the discursive strategies
employed for this purpose is lacking.

4 Methodology
4.1 Research questions

This study focuses on the discursive construction of front-line
medical staff in China’s government Weibo posts during the early
stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our investigation is driven by two
research questions:

1 What images of HCWs are constructed in Chinese government
Weibo posts?

2 What discursive strategies are employed in constructing these
images, and what specific pragma-linguistic devices are used in
this process?

4.2 Data collection and analysis

Data for this study were collected from the official Weibo account
of the National Health Commission of the People’s Republic of China,
known as @healthchina.! This account has extensive reach, generating
billions of views and consistently ranking first on the government
affairs list, making it one of Chinas most influential government
Weibo accounts. Throughout the fight against COVID-19, @
healthchina played a pivotal role in narrating the experiences of
medical staff and disseminating accurate and timely information
about COVID-19 prevention, symptoms, testing, and treatment to the
public. By actively sharing content related to Chinese HCWs, @
healthchina portrayed multidimensional images of HCWs, aiming to
foster hope and instill confidence among the public.

To collect the data, the second researcher logged onto the Sina
Weibo (HrikfiH) platform and followed the official account @
healthchina. The data-collection process involved utilizing the
advanced web search interface on the platform, whereby the researcher
retrieved posts from @healthchina containing the keywords “J%1i5”
(pandemic) and “¥f7&” (coronavirus) in Chinese. The data-collection
period was deliberately set from January 1 to March 31, 2020,
corresponding to the rapid development of COVID-19 from Wuhan
to other cities in China. Throughout this period, doctors and nurses
from various areas in China volunteered in pandemic prevention and
control efforts. The official government Weibo platform, like @
healthchina, featured the highest prevalence of news and narratives
spotlighting these front-line healthcare staff in this period, facilitating
the collection of research data for the present study. Figure 1 visually
represents the advanced web search interface used in the study.

1 https://weibo.com/jiankangzhongguo
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The data of this study consisted of 1,510 posts, encompassing
interactions between @healthchina and its followers, amounting to
634,057 words. This dataset included both original posts authored by
@healthchina and reposts by other users. Including reposts in our
analysis holds particular significance since reposting has been
acknowledged as a crucial microblogging activity through which
social media users express their opinions and attitudes (Yan and
Huang, 2014).

In the process of data analysis, we relied on the discourse-
historical approach (DHA), which includes three analytical
dimensions: (i) identifying the content of a particular discourse, (ii)
investigating discursive strategies, and (iii) examining linguistic
devices and the specific context-dependent linguistic realizations
(Reisigl and Wodak, 2016). Following the DHA framework, our data
analysis was conducted in three phases. Firstly, we scrutinized the
content of the posts, categorizing the diverse images of HCWs
constructed by @healthchina. Secondly, we examined the discursive
strategies used for HCWSs image construction, focusing on
nomination and predication, as these strategies emerged as
particularly salient in our dataset. Thirdly, our attention turned to the
lexical, rhetorical, and pragmatic devices, as well as semiotic
resources such as hashtags, utilized to realize the above-mentioned
discursive strategies. Additionally, the two researchers thoroughly
reviewed relevant studies and engaged in discussions to unveil
potential motivations underlying the image construction of
healthcare workers by @healthchina.

5 Findings

5.1 Images of HCWSs constructed by
@healthchina

We conducted the content analysis of the Weibo posts, identifying
two primary categories—informational and emotional posts. These
categories align with the two principal communicative functions
typically observed in government Weibo posts, i.e., informing the
public and mobilizing public emotions (Wang and Yao, 2022). The
content of informational posts primarily revolves around pandemic-
related news and medical updates for the public. In contrast, emotional
posts primarily features affective stories highlighting dedicated HCW's
fulfilling their responsibilities or sharing heartwarming interactions
between HCWs and their patients.

Regarding the specific topics, the informational type comprises
posts featuring hashtags such as #{# fE & #i# (#HealthUpdates#)
and #{# FEFHEI# (#HealthEducationHub#). Topics related to
HCWs include their prompt response to the pandemic, active
involvement in pandemic control and prevention, contributions
to medical research on the pandemic, etc. The selection of these
topics depicts HCWs as highly professional, competent, and
authoritative individuals capable of combating the pandemic and
safeguarding people’s lives. A typical example is illustrated below:

1 #RER AT# (155X A (R BRI T R AR e DR 2 e

I 9 BE T B 4% T A §5120206F L H 1 H R R i Ty
B AR A PG SO0 b B AT/ INH, SR e i
JEARAL, WFTCI 2 B2 S I, BN 4 2, SCRRI R A
EOUTT R I RGE, B P AR 2 AL B 2 T AR
(#HealthUpdates# [National Health Commission Actively
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FIGURE 1
Advanced Web search interface of @healthchina.

Carries Out Prevention and Control Work for the coronavirus
epidemic] On January 1, 2020, the National Health Commission
established an epidemic response and management leadership
group, with Director Ma Xiaowei as the leader. They analyzed the
epidemic situation, studied and deployed prevention and control
strategies, and provided timely guidance and support for Hubei
Province and Wuhan City in treating cases, epidemic prevention
and control, and emergency response, among other tasks.)
Example (1), published by @healthchina on January 19, 2020,
portrays the National Health Commission and the medical team led
by Director Ma as highly professional and competent in the battle
against the epidemic. The post is accompanied by the hashtag
#HealthUpdates#, categorizing the topic and emphasizing the
discourse content (Zappavigna, 2018). Within the post, the National
Health Commission established an “epidemic response and
management leadership group” led by Director Ma Xiaowei. This
immediate action conveys a sense of authority and leadership within
the healthcare sector. Director Ma Xiaowei emerges as a prominent
figure, implying that exceptionally qualified individuals spearhead
the response to the COVID-19 crisis.
Moreover, the leadership group is depicted engaging in activities

» «

such as “analyzing the epidemic situation,” “studying and deploying
prevention and control strategies,” and “providing timely guidance
and support” This multifaceted approach suggests that HCWs are
well aware of the situation and take well-informed actions to address
it effectively. This portrayal reinforces their competence in handling
complex and high-pressure situations. The careful selection of these
subtopics in Example (1) conveys to the public that the National
Health Commission and the medical team possess the necessary
skills and expertise in their specific domains to effectively manage the
COVID-19 crisis, thereby constructing a professional and
competent image.

The second type comprises narrative posts often introduced with
hashtags like #7115 % 32# (#howbeautifulyouare#) and #if % = %
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[E]# (#HeartwarmingMedicalMoments#). These posts feature
pictures or videos related to HCWs and encompass topics
highlighting their positive qualities, such as their responsibility and
devotion to their work. These narratives also underscore their care
and compassion for patients. The hashtags in these posts serve the
conceptual function of categorizing content and play an
interpersonal role in expressing attitudes and stances (Halliday,
1985; Zappavigna, 2016). The following two examples illustrate how
Chinese HCWs are depicted as hardworking and devoted in their
health work and caring and compassionate toward their patients,
respectively.

2 #1RA £ 3k #BRIEEGR ) X TR IR T, PRt R0 1 BT
PATE R 28 (#howbeautifulyouare#
#HeartwarmingMedicalMoments# Look at this picture, and
you will see how hardworking the Hainan medical team is
in Wuhan!).

#IRAT 2 Kt i IR DR R () # (AR T, IS T I A 28 H
THAFEMALEE XK () DXIRERTT Lo, 3252367 1) R
W, BT R ALY ] T BN, A ELR 2R
BT BASE A ) = o4 =, ] Bhisi 2 At H sh B =AU
e (#howbeautiful you are#
#HeartwarmingMedicalMoments# [Not Father and Son, but
Like Father and Son] Chen Youming, a patient receiving
treatment at the Hubei Huanggang Dabie Mountain Medical
Center since January 28th, has recently had a short video
recorded. He wishes to express his gratitude to three nurses
from the Shandong medical team who have been taking care of
him. In his heart, they are like his three “sons” Watch the
video)(see text footnote 2).

2 https://video.weibo.com/show?fid=1034:4473079947264014
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Both examples are introduced with two emotional hashtags, #
U EZS # i % [ 5 [ #
(#HeartwarmingMedicalMoments#), signifying @healthchina’s

(#howbeautifulyouare#) and
positive evaluation of HCWs. Specifically, in Example (2), the
HCWs in Hainan medical team are depicted to be hardworking
and dedicated in their work, shown from the sweat under the face
mask of a doctor in a close-up picture accompanied in the post
(Figure 2). In Example (3), the HCWs are lauded for their caring
and compassionate approach to patients. In this narrative, three
nurses receive high praise from a specific patient, Chen Youming,
who recorded a short video to express his gratitude for their care.
Chen perceives these three nurses as his three “sons,” suggesting
they care for him as if he were their own family. Following the
main content is a link to the short video, indicated by the symbol
[, functioning as a multimodal evidential marker to prove the
“reliability of the information” (Mushin, 2000, p. 927). Thus, the
HCWs, represented by these three nurses, are depicted as caring
and compassionate towards patients, treating them like beloved
family members.

To sum up, in the informational and emotional posts issued by @
healthchina during the first 3months of the year 2020, various
discourse topics (i.e., HCWs' prompt response to the pandemic,
active involvement in pandemic control and prevention, responsibility
and devotion to their jobs, etc.), realized through some typical
hashtags, are selected to portray HCWSs as professional and
competent in addressing the pandemic crisis, compassionate and
caring toward their patients, and responsible and devoted to public
health. Table 1 presents an overall picture of HCWSs images
constructed in @healthchina’s Weibo posts.

Notable is that the HCWs images are made salient through the
choice of discourse content and discursive strategies. Two discursive
strategies are particularly prominent: nomination and predication.
The following section examines how these two discursive strategies
contribute to constructing HCWs’ images through a detailed textual
analysis of @healthchina’s Weibo posts.

10.3389/fcomm.2024.1320228

5.2 Discursive strategies employed in the
depictions

5.2.1 Nomination strategy

Nomination involves naming and categorizing social actors
through membership categorization or rhetorical devices like
metaphor, metonymy, and synecdoche (Wodak, 2001). Our study
focuses on how HCWs were named or referred to linguistically in @
healthchina’s posts. This strategy entails the purposeful selection of
literal and metaphorical identity labels, which contribute to
constructing diverse images of the medical staff. The analyses of @
healthchina’s posts yield a wide array of identity labels referring to the
medical staff, encompassing job titles, role labels, affectionate
addresses, and metaphorical titles (see Table 2).

Job titles, as artifacts or symbolic objects, convey signals about
individuals’ knowledge, skills, and competence in specific domains
(Rafaeli and Pratt, 2013). In @healthchina’s posts, titles such as YL
LXK (“infectious disease experts”) and “Mf& H5EL XK
(“respiratory critical care specialists”) were frequently employed to
highlight the higher “epistemic status” (Heritage, 2012) of the HCWs,
positioning them as highly skilled and capable professionals who were
well-equipped to tackle the challenges posed by the pandemic.
Moreover, as job titles inherently reflect expanded roles and
responsibilities (Manning et al., 2012), these titles also imply a level of
authority and responsibility held by Chinese HCWss in their respective
roles, reinforcing their expert image within the healthcare domain.

Role labels such as “C 35> (“father”), “U3 1% (“mother”), “¥ %
(“children”), “3CK” (“husband”), and “ZEF” (“wife”) were primarily
used to depict HCW s as ordinary individuals in the domestic sphere
(Sun and Chalupnik, 2022). In referring to HCWSs using these role
labels, @healthchina created an emotional connection between HCW's
and the public and invoked societal expectations for them. Further,
these role labels added another layer to the depiction of medical
workers, highlighting the intersection of their professional
responsibilities with their roles within their families. This portrayal

FIGURE 2
Picture of a doctor attached to the post.
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TABLE 1 An overview of HCWs' image construction.

Post types Discourse content

Informational posts pandemic-related news and medical

updates

Topics and Hashtags

Main Topics: HCWs prompt response to the
pandemic, active involvement in pandemic control and

prevention, etc.

10.3389/fcomm.2024.1320228

HCWs’ images

professional and competent in
addressing the crisis

compassionate and caring to

Typical Hashtags: patients
#HealthUpdates# responsible and devoted to public
#HealthEducationHub# health

Emotional posts affective stories about HCWs

Main Topics: HCWS' responsibility and devotion to
their work, etc.

Typical Hashtags:

#howbeautifulyouare#

#HeartwarmingMedicalMoments#

TABLE 2 Identity labels of Chinese HCWs in @healthchina’s posts.

Identity labels Examples

sister), T 4% (young mother), etc.

Job titles 1% (traditional Chinese medicine practitioners), JikI i (anesthetists), [ %548 )il (medical imaging technicians), /& 445 & X
(infectious disease experts), M fs B JiE % 5K (respiratory critical care specialists), HUJiE % % % 5% (intensive care medicine specialists), etc.
Role labels A2 (father), 1545 (mother), F-Z¢ (children), SUF% (husband), ZEF- (wife), JLT* (son), FeZE{H (couple), #2 (grandfather), 441 (elder

Affectionate addresses

N (little girl), IfiET %58 (temporary daddy), %k (girl), ik ¥ (girl from Hunan province), 4% (good auntie), etc.

Metaphorical terms

I FIPAT# (heroes in harm's way), —£E/ik I (front-line warriors), [14< K f# (white-coated angel), 2 @ [¥] 544 (guardians of life), )% 1 %
71 F (anti-epidemic front-line snipers), 2 5404515 5 AIBRIE % 1 (invisible warriors behind epidemiological data), etc.

reinforced the perception of HCWs as ordinary individuals who were
forced to juggle multiple responsibilities while exhibiting selflessness
and dedication, emphasizing their nobility in terms of sacrificing their
time with their own families for the good of the entire country, as
Wang and Ge (2022) discovered in their study.

Affectionate addresses such as “/Nz A" (“little girl”), “IIfi s %5
" (“temporary daddy”), and “4FFi%:” (“good auntie”) were
employed to depict Chinese HCWSs as compassionate and caring to
their patients. Using these terms evokes a sense of warmth,
friendliness, and kindness (Wang and Yao, 2022), creating an
emotional connection between medical workers and those they cared
for. For instance, the term “/N2z 42" (“little girl”) depict a youthful
and innocent image, suggesting a gentle and caring nature associated
with these identities. The label “Ififsf #3E” (“temporary daddy”)
refers to a medical worker taking on the temporary role of father,
symbolizing the care and protection this individual exhibited toward
patients. The term “47Fi[Z#” (“good auntie”) portrays a figure who is
nurturing and kind-hearted, emphasizing the role of medical workers
in providing emotional support and comfort. All these affectionate
addresses were selected to signify the role of Chinese HCWs in
creating a comforting and caring environment for those in their care,
portraying them as compassionate caregivers who not only provided
medical expertise but also offered empathy, kindness, and a nurturing
presence to those in their care.

In addition, various metaphorical terms were used to describe
Chinese HCWs in the government Weibo posts, conveying specific
qualities or attributes associated with their roles. For instance, I
Wi4T#” (“heroes in harm’s way”) and “—#Z&{%+” (“front-line
warriors”) activate a war metaphor, underscoring the heroic and
courageous nature of Chinese HCWs. “FIAX KA$” (“white-coated
angels”) and “ZEAr[J5FH#E” (“guardians of life”) highlight the

Frontiers in Communication

compassionate and caring role of medical staff, positioning Chinese
HCWSs as empathetic caregivers who provide emotional support,
comfort, and protection to those in need. “J% 1/ i 2= F” (“anti-
epidemic front-line snipers”) and “J 1% % 15 /5 IETE ik 12~
(“invisible warriors behind epidemiological data”) emphasize the
critical role HCWs played in pandemic prevention and control,
underscoring the image of HCWs as professional and competent
experts fighting against the COVID-19 pandemic by leveraging their
knowledge and expertise.

Opverall, all the above identity labels, literal or metaphorical, were
used as linguistic realizations of the nomination strategy, portraying
Chinese HCW  as brave, compassionate, and competent in the battle
against the COVID-19 pandemic.

5.2.2 Strategy of predication

The predication strategy focuses on making positive or negative
evaluations of social actors via explicit or implicit predicates or
modifiers (Wodak, 2001). In our study, predication centers on the
discursive qualification of Chinese HCWs in the pandemic context.
Data analyses demonstrate that this strategy primarily involves using
explicit predicative adjectives and verbs, rhetorical and pragmatic
devices, and the semiotic resource of hashtags.

In @healthchina’s posts, predicative adjectives and verbs were
used to depict the efforts of Chinese HCWs battling against the
pandemic, giving rise to various related images. Through the
employment of online word cloud technology,” we identified the

3 https://www.weiciyun.com
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top 20 adjectives and verbs frequently used in the posts to describe
Chinese HCWs (Table 3).

Adjectives such as “ifHE” (“heartwarming”) and “%3£”
(“beautiful”) evoke emotions of warmth, care, and beauty, suggesting
that Chinese HCWSs possess an innate kindness and compassion in
their interactions with patients and the community. These two

adjectives  appear  in  hashtags such as = “#R[E#”
(“#HeartwarmingDoctors#”), g U P % e ()
(“#HeartwarmingMedicalMoments#”), and “HRA 2T

(“#HowBeautiful YouAre#”), making these hashtags a vital semiotic

resource related to HCW'’ image construction (Zappavigna, 2018).
Predicative verbs also contributed to constructing the Chinese

HCWS favorable images. Verbs such as “TAE” (“work”), “Pjj%”

(“prevent and control”), and “Rif”

(“treat”) emphasize the diligent
and skillful efforts of Chinese HCWs in managing and treating
patients during the pandemic, underscoring their professionalism and
competence in fulfilling their crucial roles. Verb phrases including “
B % (“rush to support”) and “H{iF” (“head out”) imply a profound
commitment and readiness to provide assistance, even in the most
challenging situations. Verbs such as “>Z4%” (“provide support™), “JIl
5 (“strengthen”), and “4H##” (“organize”) suggest a collaborative
and supportive environment among healthcare workers, implying that
healthcare professionals worked together bolstered their collective
efforts, and organized themselves effectively to tackle the pandemic’s
challenges as a united front. Finally, verb phrases including “'#57”
(“stand firm”), “B¥ %> (“fight vigorously”), and “EX#H{” (“pay tribute”)
highlight the noble qualities of perseverance and devotion exhibited
by Chinese HCWs while facing the pandemic head-on, and their
garnering of admiration and respect from the community they served.
Rhetorical and pragmatic devices were also used as predication
strategy to depict Chinese HCWs , as exemplified below.
4 PATE K A B 2R, AR RN, KIATE
B ORI ST, BT A8 A 4 e M S ) O
f%... (When we gather as a family to enjoy the New Year’s Eve
dinner, there is a group of people who are still steadfast in their
positions, providing the strongest guarantee for our
happy lives...)
In Example (1), the rhetorical device of comparison is employed
to highlight the noble traits of Chinese HCWs in their fight against the
COVID-19 pandemic. The phrase “[# %% 1 iy Z4F KR (“gather

TABLE 3 Top 20 predicative adjectives/verbs in @healthchina’s posts.

Predicative Predicative
adjectives/verbs adjectives/verbs
1 LZ (heartwarming) 11 I 5¥ (stand firm)
2 %35 (beautiful) 12 7T (fight vigorously)
3 TAE (work) 13 ZH4E (organize)
4 [ji#% (prevent and control) 14 Y (pay tribute)
5 FUE (treat) 15 297 (diagnose and treat)
6 Jh$% (rush to support) 16 F 3 (take initiative)
7 HAE (head out) 17 4= /7 (make full effort)
8 X #% (provide support) 18 H45 (assemble)
9 Jin5# (strengthen) 19 #BE (deploy),
10 JH (timely) 20 JEf% (voluntary)
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as a family to enjoy the New Year’s Eve dinner”) holds cultural
significance, representing a cherished tradition of unity and happiness.
However, the post highlights that amidst this highly valued and joyous
occasion for all Chinese, there existed a group of individuals—the
HCWs—who were “still steadfast in their positions” Such a
comparison serves multiple purposes. First, it establishes a clear
contrast between the normalcy and joy experienced during a family
gathering and the unwavering commitment of the medical staff, thus
amplifying the perception of their sacrifices and solidifying their
responsibility for public welfare. Furthermore, it highlights the
importance of HCWs’ work by juxtaposing it with a traditional and
treasured cultural event—the Chinese New Year. Through this
comparison, @healthchina underscored the significance of the
medical staff’s contributions and emphasized their vital responsibility
in safeguarding the well-being and happiness of society.

Pragmatic presupposition is also used in this example to depict
HCWs. The adverb “#KIH” (“still”) functions as a presupposition
trigger to imply that medical staff are always steadfast in their
positions regardless of circumstance. Similarly, the phrase “$fit i
SRR (“providing the strongest guarantee for our happy life”)
implies that HCWss are vital for public well-being. As such, by means
of presupposition, the vivid image and noble traits of the HCWs
are reinforced.

5 0 B ST R e R R I B 55 AR R, 152
—AEANEEET . R, FECE, SLI0H
TR, T o 2 e A A S R I A R B s
101755 AV NUAE= 0 S = i o (NG -0 1 ik = B UL ]
b, P EE — RMER S BN ZI, LEBAT I X LA B i H )
[B= 45 TAF B0 RATZE AR AT TILIE! (For the medical workers
engaged in combating the Covid-19 epidemic, this is an
unforgettable Chinese New Year. In this battle, scenes like
canceled train tickets and postponed weddings constantly
occur for those healthcare personnel who stand at the front
line. The “white-clad warriors” have made unwavering choices
to go against the tide and fight on the front lines! In this critical
moment, let us salute these brave medical workers who have
stepped forward! We await your triumphant return!).

In Example (2), @healthchina uses the rhetorical device of
metaphor to convey the noble traits of HCWs. Words like “$i”
(“fight against”), “Kk1%” (“battle”), “lk 1" (“warriors”), and “@ILJiE”
(“triumphant return”) activate a metaphor in which the virus is
compared to an enemy in a war, while the medical staff are depicted
as warriors bravely fighting against the pandemic enemy (Semino,
2021). The phrase “FI 4/ - (“white-coated warriors”) employs “H
" (“white-coated”) to refer to the uniforms worn by HCWs,
symbolizing their purity and devotion in their mission to combat the
virus. By likening medical staff to warriors, the metaphor conveys
both the dangers posed by the pandemic and the HCWS’ bravery and
willingness to confront and overcome challenges on the front lines of
the battle (Flusberg et al., 2018).

Furthermore, the expression “WiiiTfi [ (“go against the tide”)
activates a metaphor of waves (Abdel-Raheem, 2021), depicting
HCWS’ actions as akin to swimming against waves and thereby
symbolizing their ability to confront and overcome obstacles and
difficulties, and their determination and resilience. Standing up
against prevailing circumstances, HCWs exemplified their unwavering
commitment to their duty, fearlessly facing the challenges and working
tirelessly to combat the virus.
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In conclusion, @healthchina utilized the predication strategy,
realized through various linguistic devices and semiotic resources, to
depict Chinese HCWs as compassionate, hardworking, devoted, and
brave individuals with the necessary expertise to provide exceptional
care and support during the pandemic. This powerful use of the
predication strategy adds depth and emotional resonance to the
portrayal, evoking admiration and respect for the extraordinary noble
traits of these ordinary medical workers.

6 Discussion and conclusion

Data analyses revealed that @healthchina utilized the discursive
strategies of nomination and predication to construct various images
of Chinese HCW's during the COVID-19 pandemic. These depictions
portray HCWs as professional and competent in addressing the
pandemic crisis, compassionate and caring to their patients, and
responsible and devoted to public health as well. Below, we discuss the
underlying motivations driving these image constructions.

First, we argue that the construction of HCWs' images aimed
primarily to elicit positive emotional responses from the public during
the pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic generated negative
sentiment among the general population, including panic, anxiety,
and stress (Lakhan et al., 2020). These adverse emotions quickly
spread through online platforms, and addressing them became crucial
for public health authorities to avoid collective action against the
government (Bondes and Schucher, 2015). Social psychology research
has shown that prosocial appeals play a vital role in public health
communication during a crisis and that describing behaviors that
result in positive outcomes during public health crises can instill hope,
joy, and other positive emotions (Nabi et al., 2018). Prosocial public
health messages can evoke positive responses by emphasizing actions
that contribute to social and communal well-being rather than solely
focusing on self-interest. As such, highlighting the professional
competence, compassionate conduct, and various prosocial qualities
of Chinese HCWs, including their dutifulness, dedication, selflessness,
and prioritization of collective welfare over personal interests, served
as an effective form of prosocial discourse that elicited positive
emotional responses in the face of the pandemic threat.

Additionally, the image construction of HWCs was closely tied to
the government institutions efforts to restore trust during the
pandemic. Trust has been defined as “the willingness of a party to
be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation
that the other will perform a particular action important to the
trustor” (Mayer et al., 1995, p. 712). Three key factors are considered
crucial for evaluating trustworthiness: ability, integrity, and
benevolence (Mayer et al., 1995; Wang and Yao, 2022; Wang and Cao,
2023). Ability refers to the trustee’s expertise and competence in a
specific domain, integrity relates to their moral and ethical values, and
benevolence encompasses their care and concern for the trustor.

The COVID-19 pandemic instilled uncertainty in society, leading to
a decline in trust in public health authorities, particularly during the
initial stages of the pandemic. It manifested in public suspicion regarding
the authorities’ ability, integrity, and benevolence in relation to combating
the pandemic. In response, @healthchina took measures to counteract
distrust and restore trust. The positive portrayal of HCWs served as one
such measure. By presenting HCW's as competent and confident experts
in the fight against the pandemic, @healthchina aimed to reassure the
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public that their well-being and safety were in capable hands. By
emphasizing the responsibility and dedication of Chinese HCWs, @
healthchina sought to restore faith in the integrity of the healthcare
system, assuring the public that they are trustworthy and dedicated to
the welfare and health of the population. Lastly, by depicting HCW's as
compassionate and caring to their patients, @healthchina fostered a
sense of mutual care and solidarity, strengthening the bond between the
public and HCWs and, to some extent, repairing the damaged sense of
benevolence. Consequently, it can be concluded that the construction of
these three types of HCW images by @healthchina aligns with their
objective of restoring trust in their ability, integrity, and benevolence,
with the ultimate goal of repairing public trust in China’s public health
authorities and the government as a whole.

Finally, these image constructions significantly fostered social
cohesion amidst the collective battle against COVID-19. The
pandemic created a sense of shared adversity and a common goal of
overcoming the health crisis and increasing population identification
(Zagefka, 2021). In this context, depicting HCWs as professional
experts, compassionate caregivers, and individuals with noble qualities
instilled a sense of unity and solidarity among the public. Such
portrayals highlighted the selfless dedication and bravery exhibited by
HCWs in the face of unprecedented challenges. By emphasizing their
role as front-line heroes, @healthchina and other entities contributed
to the creation of a “shared fate” and “collective identity” (Zagefka,
2021) centered around the valiant efforts of HCWs.

These portrayals also promoted a sense of shared responsibility
and mobilized collective action. By showcasing the commitment and
sacrifices made by HCWs, they inspired individuals to adhere to
health guidelines, take necessary precautions, and support public
health initiatives. The positive images of HCWs were intended to
encourage the public to rally together, showing solidarity and
cooperation in adhering to preventive measures and working toward
the common goal of mitigating the impact of the pandemic.

Furthermore, the portrayals of Chinese HCWSs as compassionate
caregivers evoked empathy and appreciation from the public. The
recognition of HCW’ tireless efforts and the portrayal of their caring
nature fostered a sense of gratitude and respect toward HCWs.
Consequently, these portrayals deepened the bond between the public
and HCWs, fostering a collective appreciation for their invaluable
contributions to the well-being of society. This approach in
government communication during the pandemic is widely
recognized as one of the best practices in Kim and Kreps (2020), as it
effectively promoted unity and solidarity within the community.

Overall, portrays of HCWs during the pandemic had a profound
impact on promoting social cohesion, which aligns with the findings
of Jewett et al. (2021). They fostered unity, inspired collective action,
and evoked empathy and gratitude within the community. By
highlighting medical workers’ heroism and noble qualities, such
portrayals reinforced the shared values and aspirations in the fight
against COVID-19, ultimately forging a stronger, more resilient society.

The study boasts both theoretical and practical implications.
Theoretically, this study offers a new perspective into the intricate
dynamics of image construction and discursive practices.
Practically, the findings provide valuable insights and actionable
guidelines for organizations and governments to communicate
with the public during public health crises strategically.
Understanding these discursive strategies enables practical public
relations efforts, empowering governmental institutions to mold
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a positive public perception of healthcare workers and reinforce
trust in healthcare institutions.
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